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Fisher: Melville, Israel Potter: His Fifty Years of Exile; Sealts, Pursui

HERMAN MELVILLE. ISRAEL POTTER: HIS FIFTY YEARS
OF EXILE, ED. HARRISON HAYFORD, HERSHEL
PARKER, AND G. THOMAS TANSELLE [“HISTORI
CAL NOTE” BY WALTER E. BEZANSON]. EVAN
STON AND CHICAGO: NORTHWESTERN
UNIVERSITY PRESS AND THE NEWBERRY
LIBRARY, 1982. 395 pp. $29.95.
MERTON M. SEALTS, JR. PURSUING MELVILLE, 19401980: CHAPTERS AND ESSAYS.
MADISON: THE UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN PRESS,
1982, xi, 419 pp. $27.50.
The many facets of Herman Melville the literary artist are evi
dent in these books. Both are products of seasoned scholars’ long
acquaintance with their subjects. Both offer valuables to those famil
iar and those unfamiliar with the many mansions in the house of
Melville. The Herman Melville of these books is not solely the author
of Moby-Dick, although that great work is by no means neglected in
either. We have instead the writer of historical fiction in the edition of
Israel Potter and the magazinist who turned out some finely wrought
short stories, plus the figure of the later years of Melville’ life and
career, in the second book. Sealts in assembling essays old and new,
published and unpublished, also produces what amounts to a history
of Melville’s reputation and of Melville scholars and scholarship,
features that offer essential reading for anyone who might seriously
consider treading the paths of such pursuits. In both books too a
Melville of obvious comic propensities appears (although we must
remember that Sealts pioneered in giving that element in Melville’s
writing a definable shape).
The Israel Potter volume is the eighth in the collective edition of
Melville’ works in progress under Northwestern-Newberry mast
heading. The text is splendid (taken from the appearance in Put
man's during 1854-55), Bezanson’s commentary concise and useful.
Composition and publication history, plus shrewd remarks concern
ing Melville’ adaptations of sources, are set forth in readable form.
Bezanson’ paralleling that theme of the times, the live “burial”
of Israel, in Chapters 12-13, with like situations in Poe’ Pym also calls
to mind the Melville who took clear-sighted stock of the reading proc
livities in his age. Such aspects of Melville are highlighted also in
Sealts’ book; circumstances from real life and, equally significant,
from omnivorous reading play a great part in Melville’s literary out
put. Like many other contemporaries, Melville tried lecturing. The
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impact of those lectures on his later work is solidly illuminated.
Sealts’s ground-breaking work on Melville’s short stories gains added
respectability in the perspectives offered in Pursuing Melville, as he
generously cites the studies of many subsequent scholar-critics who
have benefitted from his endeavors. Other portions of Melville’s artis
tic bent, which remain shadowy still, after almost forty years of
advocating otherwise by Sealts and a long-time circle of Melville
devotees, are outlined here. This book furnishes a history of Melvil
lean pursuit not restricted to Sealts, but a pursuit traceable to a com
mon well-spring: the inspiration provided by Stanley
Williams
during the 1930s and 1940s to his own Yale students and through them
to many more. Sealts’s letter to Henry A. Murray testifies to a genuine
interest on the part of many Melvilleans toward maintaining
“Humane Letters” in pathways too often envisioned as the walks of
Captain Ahab alone. The new essays in this book, on Melville and
Platonic tradition and on Melville and Emerson, will doubtless pro
voke additional thinking and rethinking in regard to their subjects,
just as the renowned essay on “I and My Chimney” ushered in a new
dawn of work on Melville’s short stories. Both this edition of Israel
Potter and Pursuing Melville stand as signal contributions to Melville
research and scholarship. Their attractive formats and, in the Sealts
book, a useful index, are not the least positive feature for Melvilleans,
as well as for the larger audience pursuing American literary study.
Benjamin Franklin Fisher IV
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